







This paper describes a study which sought to explore the attitudes of instructors toward the use of 
Japanese in the English Discussion Class of a Japanese university. A survey addressing instructor 
beliefs was administered towards the end of the autumn semester. The survey approached the 
subject under the umbrella concept of L1 (first language) use in the L2 (second language) 
communicative language teaching (CLT) classroom. The survey was completed by 24 instructors. 
Results indicate that 1) attitudes toward L1 use often vary greatly throughout the cohort, and 2) 
the departmental policy of ‘100% English’ appears to be interpreted in different ways but is 
endorsed by most if not all instructors. These results align with much of the current research on 
L1 use in the L2 classroom although the research is often only indirectly connected to CLT. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University currently has an English-only policy 
aimed at increasing meaningful student interaction in English. In order to achieve this, instructors 
are asked to remind students in the first lesson of the semester that English should be used for 
100% of discussion class time, and thereafter instructors are expected to act promptly and 
consistently when Japanese is used. However, since the course’s inception, anecdotal evidence has 
suggested that instructor attitudes and practice, regarding the use of Japanese, is varied. In order 




The arguments for and against the use of the students’ L1 in the L2 classroom has been described 
both as an ongoing (Bhooth, 2014; Campa & Nassaji, 2009) and controversial (Callis, 2012; 
Storch & Wigglesworth, 2003) debate. While the significance and extent of the debate might be 
open to question, that there are many advocates of a mother tongue approach cannot be doubted. 
 The arguments against the use of L1 in the L2 classroom generally focus on the need to 
increase exposure to the L2 in order to improve proficiency (Ellis, 1984; Krashen, 1984). This 
principal has been a touch stone for language teachers ever since the direct method supplanted the 
translation method (Carson & Kashihara, 2012; Harbord, 1992) in the 1970s and 80s. Until 
recently, a second argument has been that there is limited evidence of the benefits of L1 use in the 
L2 classroom. However, the number of studies endorsing the use of L1 has slowly been increasing 
and we are perhaps seeing a new wave of support. The reasons that emerge from the current 
literature tend to focus on three aspects: translation, L1 as meta-language to comment on the use 
of the L2, and instruction. 
The ability to memorize new vocabulary rapidly is often cited as a prime reason to use 
the L1 in the classroom (Calis & Dikilitas, 2012; Nation, 2003). While this may be the case for 
rote learning, others have proposed that it is novice teachers who will use translation when 
coordinating a class (Campa & Nassaji, 2009), while more experienced instructors are inclined to 
use alternative methods of negotiating meaning. 
 Brooks and Donato (1994) have claimed that students are motivated to use their L1 in 
order to provide feedback on usage and meaning. This metalanguage allows the students to frame 
their L2 use and take control of the interaction by formulating learning goals. This process has 
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been described as being a humanistic approach (Harbord, 1992), as it emphasizes student 
autonomy and personal decision making. 
Campa and Nassaji (2009) have also shown that experienced instructors will give 
instructions in the L1 when deemed necessary. Ghorbani (2011) has given further support for this 
by arguing that moderate L1 use can be used for scaffolding activities. 
 An additional benefit of L1 use has been outlined by Nation (2003). While strongly 
arguing for increasing L2 opportunities, Nation also recognizes that L1 use can benefit both 
meaning-focused and language-focused tasks. With regard to meaning-focused tasks, Nation 
argues that cognitive load can be reduced by carrying out preparation in the L1. He is, therefore, 
inclined to suggest limited use in order to prepare for such activities as a 4-3-2 fluency. This 
particular activity is the most frequently used fluency activity in the EDC department, and is 
actively promoted. The work of Nation & Newton (2009) considering the benefits of the activity, 
is currently required reading in the EDC instructor’s first orientation. 
 This brings us to a key issue relating to L1 in L2 classroom research. Up until now, the 
research described has applied only in a very limited way to the CLT classroom and the Japanese 
educational system. Attitudes held by students in Japan have been explored by Carson and 
Kashihara (2012) who showed that Japanese university students believe that instructor use of the 
L1 is beneficial for learning. However, while the study addressed the ability of students, what is 
not clear is what kind of classes the students were being taught. Were they being taught 
presentation skills, writing, or perhaps, discussion? This important detail seems to be 
underemphasized by many studies, which perhaps contributes to the impression that the ‘debate’ 
is ongoing. If we are to address the literature on L1 use in the L2 classroom we need to consider 
which L2 classrooms we are talking about. There are many different L2 classrooms. We can 
roughly divide them into the four literacies: reading, writing, speaking and listening, and further 
subdivide these groups into skill sets for example the writing class can be split into grammar or 
vocabulary based. To complicate matters there is the issue of combinations or mixes of literacies. 
 
Context 
The English Discussion Class can be characterized as a CLT course, which does not require in-
class memorization of vocabulary or translation. More importantly, using English-only is a central 
feature of the course, upon which students are assessed. The students prepare for each lesson by 
completing a two page reading on the upcoming lesson topic. Students are not expected to research 
further into the topic, but using a dictionary to check unknown words, found in the readings, is 
highly recommended. The classroom activities are designed to be simple and the lesson structure 
tends to be the same for each lesson. Consequently, scaffolding activities, at least in terms of 
instructor explanations of activities, would appear to be unnecessary certainly once the semester 
is underway. The use of the L1 in this type of CLT classroom appears to be an under-researched 




The participants in the survey were taken from the Rikkyo University EDC department which 
consisted of 42 instructors. The instructors in the department came from a variety of backgrounds 
with a minority of native Japanese and a majority of non-Japanese from countries including China, 
Singapore, the USA and UK. The department is approximately 20% female and 80% male. Of the 






To determine attitudes to L1 use, the instructors from the EDC department were asked to complete 
an internet based questionnaire. The questionnaire employed a mixed measures approach as it 
asked for answers based on a five point Likert scale running from strongly agree – agree – neither 
agree or disagree – disagree – and strongly disagree, and provided instructors with the additional 
opportunity to submit written feedback on any one item. The questionnaire was composed of 44 
items divided into six separate sections (see Figure 1.). Excluding the two questions in the 
demographics section, 36 of the items used the Likert scale. The remaining four items were open-
ended questions asking for opinions about the section topics. 
 
Demographics 
Section A: Instructor L1 use in the CLT classroom 
Section B: Student L1 use 
Section C: Instructor intervention and L1 use by students 
Section D: Personal practice and experience of L1 use in the classroom 
Section E: Instructor attitudes and use of the Japanese translations in the Level 4 textbook 
Figure 1. Questionnaire sections 
 
Sections A and B were chosen to identify general attitudes instructor-held attitudes toward L1 use 
by both instructors and students. Section C dealt with beliefs about dealing with L1 use by students 
while Section D asked for details of actual classroom experience.  
 
RESULTS 
It should be noted that the small sample size does not lend itself to a statistical analysis and the 
raw data has been used.  
 Overall the results suggest that while EDC ‘100%’ policy is generally followed, 
instructors have a range of attitudes to L1 usage in the CLT and EDC classroom. Furthermore, 
there appear to be conflicting attitudes regarding the many facets of L1 use or its potential use. 
These attitudes are explored in depth in the discussion section. 
 Due to the small sample size, the first part of the survey, Demographics, has not been 
used as the limited range of participants has rendered this data irrelevant. However, it can be noted 
that the respondents were of mixed gender and of a variety of nationalities. 
 The final section (E: Instructor attitudes and use of Japanese translations in the level 4 
textbook) has been excluded from the results as many of the instructors had not used the textbook 
which invalidated the results. 
 Below are four tables giving the collected responses from the four parts of the 
questionnaire which are addressed in the discussion. 
 

















3 Instructors should never use the 16.67 75.00 8.33 0.00 0.00 
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students’ L1  in the CLT 
classroom. 
4 Instructors should use the 
students’ L1 in the CLT classroom 
to provide instructions for some 
activities. 
4.17 41.67 33.33 20.83 0.00 
5 Instructors should use the 
students’ L1 in the CLT classroom 
when the L2 ability of the students 
is low. 
0.00 20.83 20.83 58.33 0.00 
6 Instructors should use the 
students’ L1 in order create a 
positive atmosphere in the CLT 
classroom. 
8.33 50.00 20.83 16.67 4.17 
7 Instructors should try to create an 
English only atmosphere in the 
classroom in the CLT classroom by 
not using the students’ L1. 
8.33 12.50 12.50 58.33 8.33 
8 Use of the students’ L1 by the 
instructor can have a positive 
impact on L2 development. 
0.00 8.33 20.83 54.17 16.67 
9 Use of the students’ L1 can have 
can have a negative impact on L2 
development. 
8.33 37.50 16.367 29.17 8.33 
10 Instructors should feel free to 
use the students’ L1 at their own 
discretion. 
4.17 4.17 25.00 54.17 12.50 
11 Instructors should avoid using 
the students’ L1 in the classroom 
because it may impact on other 
instructors’ teaching practice in the 
department. 
8.33 45.83 37.50 4.17 4.17 
 
 

















12 Student L1 use in the CLT 
classroom is beneficial to L2 
learning. 
0.00 20.83 50.00 29.17 0.00 
13 Student L1 use should never be 
encouraged in the CLT classroom. 
4.17 37.50 16.67 37.50 4.17 




classroom should be kept to a 
minimum. 
15 Student L1 use can interfere with 
L2 learning. 
0.00 33.33 12.50 45.83 8.33 
16 Student L1 use is acceptable 
between activities. 
4.17 12.50 37.50 45.83 0.00 
17 Student L1 use is acceptable if it 
is used as a reaction. For example, 
‘sou desu ne’ or ‘wakata’. 
16.67 37.50 37.50 8.33 0.00 
18 Student L1 use should be 
allowed if it does not interfere with 
an activity. 
4.17 16.67 37.50 41.67 0.00 
19 Student L1 use is acceptable 
when a student explains an activity 
to lower level students. 
0.00 0.00 12.50 75.00 12.50 
20 Students with a low level L2 
ability should be allowed to use 
their L1 during the lessons. 
8.33 16.67 25.00 50.00 0.00 
21 L1 use by students should be an 
accepted part of lower level classes. 
4.17 12.50 25.00 58.33 0.00 
 
 
















23 Students should be allowed to 
use their L1 according to when they 
feel it is necessary. 
12.50 33.33 12.50 41.67 0.00 
24 Students should be allowed to 
use their L1 in the CLT classroom 
when it helps activities. 
0.00 12.50 12.50 75.00 0.00 
25 Instructors should always 
intervene when L1 is used by the 
students. 
8.33 62.50 20.83 8.33 0.00 
26 Instructors should discourage L1 
use. 
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28 In the first lesson of the semester, 
I clearly tell students that the EDC 
classes are ‘English only’. 
0.00 4.17 0.00 33.33 62.50 
29 I actively encourage ‘English 
only’ usage during each lesson. 
0.00 0.00 8.33 54.17 37.50 
30 I consider L1 use to be a useful 
part of my teaching. 
4.17 54.17 12.50 20.83 8.33 
31 I use the students’ L1 in order to 
explain complicated activities. 
16.67 70.83 4.17 8.33 0.00 
32 I use the students’ L1 for humour. 
 
8.33 37.50 12.50 37.50 4.17 
33 I consider L1 use by students as 
a minor issue. 
4.17 33.33 29.17 33.33 0.00 
34 Student L1 use is a recurring 
issue that I regularly address. 
4.17 16.67 33.33 41.67 4.17 
35 I occasionally have to ‘lay down 
the law’ and tell some of my 
students that L1 use is inappropriate. 
12.50 16.67 8.33 54.17 8.33 
36 I strongly discourage student L1 
use. 
8.33 25.00 25.00 37.50 4.17 
 
DISCUSSION 
Perhaps the two most significant findings of the survey are the range of beliefs held by EDC 
instructors and the extremes of many beliefs.  
In Section A (Instructor L1 use in the CLT classroom), the majority of instructors consider 
L1 use by instructors as at least a possibility as is illustrated by the 91.67% that either disagreed 
or strongly disagreed that ‘Instructors should never use the students’ L1 in the CLT classroom.’ 
However, a large proportion consider L2 use as an inappropriate medium of instruction. This is 
further supported by the majority of instructors who think that the L1 should not be used to create 
a positive atmosphere (item 6). Despite this, a significant number of instructors (58.3%) agree that 
the L1 ought to be used with low level students. This parallels Swain & Lapkin’s (2000) argument 
that L1 use by instructors could be used to support low level students when confronted with 
complex tasks. That there are 20% who disagree with this position suggests that instructors may 
be approaching tasks with differing degrees of success or that different expectations of standards 
in task output may be present within the cohort. 
Section B (Student L1 use), revealed considerably differing attitudes toward student L1 
use by students. This was most apparent in item 12 (Student L1 use in the CLT classroom is 
beneficial to L2 learning) with 20.83% disagreeing and 29.17% agreeing, and item 13 (Student L1 
use should never be encouraged in the CLT classroom) with 41.67% either strongly disagreeing 




to interpretation of the statement depending on whether or not negotiation of meaning i.e. asking 
what an L1 word meant in English, was included in the understanding of what constituted Japanese 
use. However, if this is not the case then this gives rise to a host of questions regarding instructor 
aims. This attitude appears to be in stark contrast to the responses to item 14 (Students L1 use in 
the CLT classroom should be kept to a minimum) with 91.67% agreeing or strongly agreeing. This 
contrast might be explained by a low significance placed on minor L1 use by the instructors who 
consider some Japanese to be beneficial.  
However, this argument loses some of its potency in light of the answers to item 15 
(Students use can interfere with the L2 learning) with 54.16% either disagreeing or strongly 
disagreeing. In support of the argument that instructors view L1 use as a minor issue is the 41.67% 
who agree with item 18 (Students L1 use should be allowed if it does not interfere in an activity). 
But again this is confounded by the 75% who agreed with item 19 (Student L1 use is acceptable 
when a student explains an activity to lower level students). It may be the case that many 
instructors view different classes and different students in differing terms, and the standards held 
for minimal L1 use vary. This is possibly shown by the 58.33% that agreed with item 21 (L1 use 
by students should be an accepted part of lower level classes). Each of these views is reflected in 
two of the instructor’s comments given in the open response section  
 
In monolingual classes, L1 usage is always going to happen to some extent. The question for 
me is how to minimize it and stop it from being used instead of L2. 
 
As a rule thumb, I try to avoid it [L1] whenever possible. But it seems to me that there are many 
situations when it is both useful and/or necessary to have some L1. 
 
While the first instructor considers some L1 use as inevitable and that the goal should be 
determining strategies to minimize it, the second instructor while ‘try[ing]’ to avoid it, sees the 
potential of the L1 in the classroom as a positive tool. Again, the degree to which L1 use is 
considered acceptable both by instructors and/or students is likely to vary within the group of 
those instructors who agree with item 21 although to what extent is still an open question. 
 Section C (Instructor intervention and L1 use by students) showed greater agreement 
with one exception. Most instructors (78.3%) either strongly disagreed or disagreed with item 25 
(Instructors should always intervene when L1 is used by the students), however this is perhaps 
best appreciated in light of one of the answers given in the response section. 
 
I don't think teachers should ALWAYS discourage L1 use, but it can get out of hand with certain 
students/groups 
 
The focus on frequency by this participant, likely indicates that the item composition may be 
flawed due to lack of specificity. However, even if this were the case, it would still indicate that 
instructors on the whole hold a flexible rather than strict view of L1 usage. This is further 
supported by the 62.50% agreeing or strongly agreeing with item 26 (Instructors should 
discourage L1 use) further suggesting that instructors take a balanced approach to managing L2 
in the classroom. However, instructor attitudes were clearly split when it came to the autonomy of 
the students when deciding when to use their L2. Of these, 45.83% either strongly disagreed or 
disagreed with item 23 (Students should be allowed to use their L1 according to when they feel it 
is necessary) while 41.67% agreed with the statement. Like most of the results produced by the 
survey, this question is particularly interesting in light of the ‘100% English’ approach that 
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instructors are expected to promote at the beginning of the semester. It possibly gives rise to two 
questions. 1) Is the policy not completely workable? 2) Is the policy being interpreted in different 
ways by the cohort? To answer the first question is well beyond the scope of this study, however, 
some have suggested that often the limitations of the classroom mean that teachers who try to 
constantly avoid the L1 will be met with failure (Harbord, 1992). The mixture of results would 
suggest that with regard to lower level students, the answer to the second question may well be in 
the affirmative. 
 Regardless of this outcome, Section D (Personal practice and experience of L1 use in 
the classroom) suggests that instructors are nevertheless actively encouraging English only. This 
can be clearly seen in the responses to item 28 (In the first lesson of the semester, I clearly tell 
students that the EDC classes are ‘English only’) with 95.83% either agreeing or strongly agreeing, 
item 29 (I actively encourage ‘English only’ usage during each lesson) with 91.67% agreeing or 
strongly agreeing, and item 31 (I use the students’ L1 in order to explain complicated activities) 
with 87.50% either strongly disagreeing or disagreeing. This suggests that instructors are 
following departmental policy regardless of contradictory personal pedagogic principals that may 
be held. 
 Nevertheless, differences concerning practice and attitudes to practice are still present. 
While 35.83% strongly disagreed or disagreed with item 32 (I use the students’ L1 for humour), 
41.67% either agreed or strongly agreed. Additionally, in response to item 33 (I consider L1 use 
by students as minor issue) 37.5% strongly disagreed or disagreed while 33.33% agreed. This may 
suggest that instructors are applying different techniques in order to manage behavior in the 
classroom. 
 The variation in beliefs that this survey has revealed suggest that there may be one or 
more approaches being adopted by instructors toward L1 use in the classroom. These approaches 
may involve attitudes toward L1 use and ability, L1 use and motivation, and L1 use and student 
instructor relations. It may, therefore, be pertinent for future research to consider the impact these 
approaches have on L2 learner outcomes. Such an investigation could possibly add greater 
transparency and depth with regard to instructor practice and departmental policy. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This survey has shown that while attitudes toward L1 use often differ greatly between EDC 
teaching staff, most instructors appear to be acting on departmental guidelines and pursuing ‘100% 
English’. However, interpretation of this principle seems to vary both in regard to instructor L1 
use and student L1 use. Even if instructors are following departmental policy, the use of L1 in the 
CLT classroom is seen by many as potentially playing a beneficial role in student’s L2 learning 
and educational experience. Instructors see the greatest benefit to low level students and classes, 
however the presence of instructors who do not agree with this position make this issue a feature 













Bhooth, A., Hazman, A., & Ismail, K. (2014). The role of the L1 as a scaffolding tool in the EFL 
reading classroom. Procedia – Social and Behavioral Sciences, 118, 76-84. 
Brooks, F. B., & Donato, R. (1994). Vygotskyan approaches to understanding foreign language 
learner discourse during communicative tasks. Hispania, 77, 262-274. 
Calis, E. & Dikilitas, K. (2012). The use of translation in EFL classes as L2 learning practice. 
Procedia –Social and Behavioral Sciences, 46, 5079-5084. 
Campa, J. C., & Nassaji, H. (2009). The amount, purpose and reasons for using L1 in the L2 
classrooms. Foreign Language Annals, 42(4), 742-759. 
Carson, E. & Kashihara, H. (2012). Using the L1 in the L2 classroom: The students speak. The 
Language Teacher, 36(4), 41-48.  
Ellis, R. (1984). Types of classroom interaction and their role in classroom second language 
development. Classroom second language development. Oxford: Pergamon Press.  
Harbord, J. (1992). The use of the mother tongue. ELT Journal, 46(4) 350-355. 
Krashen, S. D., Terrell, T. D., Ehrman. M. E., & Herzog, M. (1984). A theoretical basis for 
teaching the receptive skills. Foreign Language Annals, 17, 261-275. 
Nation, P. (2003). The role of the first language in foreign language learning. Asian EFL
 Journal, 5(2), 1-8. 
Nation, P., & Newton, J. (2009). Teaching ESL/EFL listening and speaking. New York: 
Routledge. 
Storch, N., & Wigglesworth, G. (2003) Is there a role for the use of the L1 in an L2 setting? 
TESOL Quarterly, 37(4), 760-769. 
Swain, M., & Lapkin, S. (2000) Task-based second language learning: The uses of the first 
language. Language Learning Research 4(3) 251-274.
